Introduction
Successful DDR of former combatants is one of the key determinants of Afghanistan's future stability and long-term reconstruction. While the planning and implementation of DDR programs directed at adult soldiers has been-and continues to be-a central matter of concern in post-war peace-building efforts, little special attention has been paid to children 1 who actively participated in the fighting.
Years of conflict have exposed children to unacceptable levels of violence and shaped the perception of Afghanistan's youth. Two generations of children have grown up under arms, deprived of access to education and facing the daily reality of a highly militarized environment. On October 2, 2001, the New York Time.r quoted Northern Alliance provisional commander Fazil Ahmend Azimi: "It has been three decades of our people going backwards in terms of education. We have young boys that are more familiar with a gun than with school." If Afghanistan is ever to settle into peace, these children will have difficulties adjusting to a situation where conflicts will not be solved by the use of a weapon. Children comprise nearly half of the Afghan population, which makes them a vital component within Afghanistan's post-conflict reconstruction. To prevent a continuing cycle of violence, to produce a lasting peace and to revive the country's economy, ex-child combatants have to be demobilized and reintegrated into the country's social and economic structure.
To achieve this goal, a long-term commitment from Afghan political leaders as well as the international community is required. Integrated into the overall DDR policy framework, programs must be designed to specifically respond to the needs of child soldiers. However, progress made on the planning and implementation of such programs has been slow. In conjunction with the Afghan Transitional Authority (ATA), UNICEF developed a comprehensive DDR framework for minors associated with fighting forces. Since September 2001, efforts to locate and integrate child soldiers have been undtrtaken, but implementation of the tirst nationwide project started in January 2003, more than one year after the fall of the Tali ban. One of the factors that complicate the special demobilization and reintegration assistance required to facilitate the transition of children back to civilian life is the lack of resources and capacities that would allow a more immediate and targeted response. This paper illustrates how the ATA, with international support, responds to the needs of former and current child soldiers. An overview of the primary obstacles that might hinder efforts to successfully reintegrate ex-child combatants serves to identify the most urgent aspects to be targeted within youth DDR programs.
Child recruitment practice and legislation
A report produced by the Coalition to Stop the Use of Child Soldiers highlights patterns of child recruitment by the Taliban, United Front (Northern Alliance) and other warring factions in Afghanistan during the years of resistance and civil war 2 • A huge number of combatants belong to different factions throughout the country -non-state armed groups with a past record on child recruitment. Today, in an unstable and unpredictable security situation where warlords control militias in various parts of the country and factional clashes between rival Afghan political and military actors persist, children continue to be part of military structures or face the risk of recruitment\
The overthrown Tali ban movement has denied using minors under the age of 18 in the military, although reports confirm the opposite. Refugee camps in neighboring states as well as networks of Islamic schools or madra.ra.r in Pakistan, where students received military training as well as religious indoctrination, served as a major source of young recruits 4 • In August 1999, the United Nations estimated that up to 5,000 madrasa students between the age of 15 and 35 left Pakistan to join the Tali ban in Afghanistan in the fight of the US-led coalitionS. According to NGO sources, also the Northern Alliance has a documented record of using children to fight the Taliban 6 • Recruitment drives in November 2000 included children in the Pansjir Valley and Badakshan, who served on the front lines and performed military support tasks such as carrying ammunition 7 • So far, there is no definite proof for under 18's involvement with the Al Qaida network, but reports indicate child participation in training exercises withAl Qaida fighters 8 • Precise figures of child involvement in the Afghan conflict are difficult to provide. An accurate picture of child soldiering in Afghanistan based on reliable information on the number of children recruited by the various armed forces is not available. Reportedly, child participation in combat has risen during the 1990's 9 , but unofficial statistics date back to 1999, when a total amount of 108,000 children was estimated to be involved in the fightingw. It is unclear however which time span this number comprises. Child recruitment into national and foreign armed groups, both within Afghanistan as well as in neighboring states, occurred mostly by force 11 . Reports have detailed cases of child abductions by the Taliban, who sent madrasa students to the front lines without parental consent 12 . But many children also joined the fighting forces 'voluntarily', drawn by the prospects of economic gains as an alternative to a life without perspectives, in search of power and reputation or to defend their ideologies by fighting for 'the cause'. In a country where conflict drags on for years and even decades, subjected to the militarization of every day life and victims of family killings, children become receptive to violence and ideological propaganda. In the context of child recruitment the term 'voluntary' is thus not entirely correct. Forces that lead young people to sign up for military service in a situation of extreme poverty and ongoing conflict are highly complex, as -specifically in the Afghan context-children are subject to many subtle manipulative motivations and pressures and influenced by adults subjective perceptions and values. Excessive militarization of a society can lead to a mental militarization that is all the more difficult to eliminate. In Afghanistan, large numbers of children are orphaned or separated from a protective family environment. They are forced to live on the streets and provide for their own survival. "Hundreds of thousands of these orphans were collected in scores of madrasas in Afghan refugee camps in Pakistani cities where they grew up in an environment devoid of women. They don't know any norm of civilization." (Pakistani social scientist Kaiser Bengali 13 ). A UN study suggests that in the 1990's, approximately 90 per cent of children had no access to schooling14. At the same time, the numbers of street/working children in Kabul increased to an estimated total of 50,000 1 5. Becoming a member of the armed forces thus offers an attractive opportunity for children in impoverished communities to earn an income and to provide for their families.
In the past, national legislation on conscription and voluntary recruitment officially prohibited the recruitment of children. The Constitutions of 1924 Constitutions of , 1931 Constitutions of , 1964 Constitutions of and 1976 set the age for conscription at 22, but during the 1980's it has been lowered to the age of 18 16 . The Constitution of 1990 did not include any standards for compulsory or voluntary military service. Currently, the Afghan Transitional Authority is in the process of developing a national legislation on conscription and voluntary recruitment as well as reforming the national security sector. One of the main pillars of the security reform agenda is the creation of a government force 17 . Although the selection guidelines for recruitment into the national army have not been clearly stated, so far there have been no reports of minors among the new troops 18 .
Afghanistan's record of compliance with international humanitarian and human rights law has not been very encouraging. In September 1956, Afghanistan ratified the Geneva Conventions, but the country has not acceded to the Additional Protocols. In 1994, an Interim Afghan Government signed the Convention of the Right to the Child (CRC), which states that no person under the age of 15 should be recruited for use as a soldier, but in a general revocation of all international agreements, the Taliban annulled its validity. However, the CRC has acquired customary law status and is therefore binding on all armed forces and groups in Afghanistan. The Optional Protocol to the CRC, which outlaws the involvement of children under the age of 18 in hostilities, raising the previous standard age of 15, has not been signed or ratified. On several occasions, the issue of child participation has been discussed with the AT A as well as with regional governors and military leaders. As the UN Secretary General's Special Representative for Children and Armed Conflict (SRSG-CAC) Olara Otunnu reports, Afghan political leaders committed to prohibit the enrollment of people below the age of 18 and to move to the ratification of the Optional Protocol on the participation of children in armed conflict 1 9.
Response to the needs of child soldiers and other war-affected youth
The overall situation of children in Afghanistan is precarious. Their mental and physical well-being has been severely damaged through both the decade-long internal war as well as the subsequent international military intervention. To meet the ongoing humanitarian crisis and the continuing needs of one of the most vulnerable groups, both short and long term challenges have to be addressed. The unstable security environment, drought and food insecurity require extensive national and international action. Since September 2001, UNICEF, with support from the international community, has worked very closely with the Interim Administration and the Afghan Transitional Authority to make substantial progress in a number of areas. In an immediate, urgent response to ensure the protection and survival of children in a post-conflict environment, and, most importantly, to provide access to basic social services, resources have been distributed according to the following priority requirements: ) and returnees, the provision of supplementary food and vitamins, mine risk education, the supply of winter emergency supplies, etc.zo It is extremely difficult to identify and separate the needs of child soldiers from the general impact of war on children since they are closely tied to the broader challenges concerning children during and after conflict. In 2002, UNICEF has allocated $500,000 to be used in reintegration programs for child soldiers and other war-affected children. Compared to the funds earmarked for other programs (see above table), this seems to be a relatively small amount. The difference can be explained by the difficulty to estimate the extent of the problem of child soldiers immediately after conflict. Further, the DDR component of UNICEF's Afghanistan policy is intended to complement other initiatives. Primarily the root causes of child soldiering that make enlistment the only option for children, such as poverty and the lack of economic alternatives and education, have to be addressed, otherwise programs designed to fully reintegrate child soldiers will not reach their fruition. The development of strong synergies between each UNICEF project allows ex-child combatants to reap the benefits from numerous activities. However, due to their distinct status and needs they do require separate support structures.
The goal of a demobilization and reintegration program for children in Afghanistan is to implement measures that eliminate both forced recruitment and voluntary participation and offset the destructive influence of ongoing conflict on children. DDR programs thus have to be based on a prevention/response approach: preventing youth from joining armed groups and countering the practice of state and non-state groups to recruit children as well as responding to the socio-economic and psycho-social protection and rehabilitation needs of children in a post-conflict environment. This requires the realization of the following objectives: One of the most crucial factors in the DDR process, and targeted by both the preventive as well as the responsive approach, is the establishment of a functioning education system. Children have to be provided with opportunities that enable them to actively participate in recovery and peace-building efforts. It will take years before formal education and development opportunities for all children and young people in Afghanistan have been fully re-established. Until the Afghan government has expanded its institutional capacities and taken over the primary responsibility for the protection of civilians and vulnerable groups, a 'transition initiative' is essential to ensure that children have access to adequate education and employment opportunities and grow up in a protected environment.
In conjunction with the ATA, UNICEF developed such a transitional DDR program, entitled 'Protection and Reintegration of Street and Working Children, Child Soldiers and Adolescent Girls'. The program, with a duration of 15 months at a cost of US $8 million, started in January 2003, and will be carried out by Afghan authorities as well as national and international NGO's that possess expertise in the field of child protection, skills training and psycho-social rehabilitation 21 • For the time being, the program aims to reintegrate 150,000 children. The above table indicates that the direct beneficiaries include all groups of vulnerable and at risk youth, minors who have been directly involved with the fighting forces will benefit as much as other war-affected children. As mentioned before, the needs of child soldiers and other children in a post-conflict situation are closely connected. Nevertheless, as part of the overall reintegration efforts for young children, UNICEF established a separate framework that specifically addresses the DDR of children associated with the fighting forces. UNICEF proposes four principal areas of intervention that clearly reflect the commitment to implement a DDR approach that combines both prevention and response.
B r c c • Establishment of Community Resource Centers to provide counseling and information to orient beneficiaries towards services.
• In addition, UNICEF announced the implementation of several concrete activities during the year 2003. These include the support of 10,000 young people in peace-building and rights promotion throughout the country, the establishment of 2,000 accelerated learning centers for child soldiers, street children and adolescent girls in collaboration with the Bangladesh Rural Advancement Committee (BRAC), the participation of 20,000 child soldiers, street and working children in community based reintegration programs including non-formal education, vocational skills training, psycho-social support in all parts of the country, and the demobilization of additional10,000 child soldiers (indicative estimate), starting in three locations as pilot areas: Bamiyan, Kunduz and Ghazani
•
The effectiveness of child DDR has to be closely monitored and continuously adapted to current and future requirements. The Afghan government as well as supporting international organizations might be confronted with additional challenges in case more child soldiers will be identified in the future, which would require an expansion of the current DDR program. It is too early to assess whether the strategies and approaches developed by UNICEF and the ATA will be realizable and successful under the current conditions in Afghanistan, especially since the immediate realization of any such programs is often hindered by a variety of factors. Several obstacles that are unique to the Afghan 
Primary obstacles to the successful DDR of children
The limits of a targeted DDR approach become apparent in a situation where institutional capacity for rehabilitation and educational and economic alternatives are deficient. The decentralized political structure, the high degree of regionalism and the absence of regulating and program implementing institutions complicate the creation of functioning support structures for the successful DDR of child soldiers in Afghanistan.
Afghanistan's disadvantageous geographical characteristics and the involuntary focus on 'urban' areas due to a restricted access to often remote areas explain why many regions throughout the country are still under-served in terms of the provision of basic social services, despite the fact that the number of humanitarian organizations and staff has increased since September 2001. In places with inadequate infrastructure and a limited access to services, the implementation of comprehensive DDR programs is constrained. Even if far off places can be reached, operational program costs are higher than in more accessible regions23.
The fact that a huge number of combatants belong to different armed factions throughout Afghanistan, and that most warlords deny the recruitment and use of child soldiers, makes it extremely difficult to trace and locate children that have participated in fighting. A significant number of these children came from Pakistan, which complicates the special demobilization and reintegration assistance that children normally require. Further, a majority of child soldiers in Afghanistan are believed to have returned to their communities. In August 2002, the Special Representative for Children and Armed Conflict reported that many child soldiers have been demobilized and rejoined their families after the end of the Taliban regime
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• However, the numbers of children that have been used in combat and those that had been demobilized remain unknown. An acute challenge therefore is to overcome the general lack of basic information on the key characteristics of children to be demobilized and the best means to ensure their reintegration. Accordingly, a crucial step would be to determine the number and location of children that have been active members of armed groups. DDR programs cannot properly proceed unless the extent of the problem has been determined.
One of the most pressing needs for the implementation of DDR programs is the supply of sufficient financial resources by the international community. UNICEF's action plan for Afghanistan addresses a variety of factors that are relevant to the well-being of children. For the year 2003, the organization calculated a financial requirement of US $ 107.6 million (as part of the Transitional Assistance Program for Afghanistan TAPA) for their planned interventions, of which approximately US$ 7.7 million will be used for the demobilization and reintegration of child soldiers and other war affected youth So far, only the insufficiently small amount of US $458,382, only 6 per cent of the total requirement, has been paid by the donor governments of Japan (the country which contributes the largest share), Canada and New Zealand as well as the National Committees for UNICEF of japan, France, Canada and the UK. Considering the slow disbursement of financial support, the success of a DDR program for child soldiers (as well as all other UNICEF activities that encounter a money shortage must be questioned. To prevent the failure of any such program, the international community urgently needs to fulfill their donor obligations.
Conclusion
Sustainable peace in Afghanistan can only be achieved if the AT A and the international community recognize the well-being of Afghan children as a top priority in all transitional and long-term planning. Child rights in Afghanistan have long been neglected and violated and must now be closely monitored and defended on local, regional and national levels, to ensure that actual practice reflects international humanitarian and customary law.
The demobilization and successful reintet:,rration of children and adolescents into their families and communities has to be a major element of Afghanistan's overall DDR framework. Programs must be designed to both prevent the involvement of children with armed groups and to respond to the immediate and long-term needs after conflict. There has been a significant progress in the development and implementation of reintegration projects for war affected youth since September 2001, but factors such as insufficient donor contributions and the daunting lack of accurate information pose continuous challenges to Afghan and international actors involved. Further, children continue to be associated with fighting forces. A prerequisite for effective DDR of children is the identification and location of children at risk. A crucial component of any DDR scheme therefore is the establishment of a data collection and monitoring system for children involved with armed groups, as well as evaluation mechanisms that assess the situation of children and the implementation process ofDDR programs and investigate the effectiveness of existing program models.
The adoption of the principle of non-involvement of children and adolescents in armed groups must be promoted. Through the dissemination of information on the CRC and with the support of child protection advisers, policy and decision makers must recognize the importance of child rights within the Afghan context and must be urged to ratify the Optional Protocol to the Convention of the Right to the Child. Former non-state groups with a past record on child soldiers, remaining Afghan political factions, tribal groups, Al Qaida fighters as well as the new Afghan army have to be monitored to ensure that no children are recruited and used as soldiers and to create and maintain a protected environment for children. Also madrasa.r in Pakistan should be observed to prevent military and religious indoctrination and recruitment despite the fact that the Pakistani government signed the Optional Protocol to the CRC in September 2001.
The support of the international community is essential in order to adequately target youth within DDR activities. Donors need to respond more positively to urgent needs and fulfill their financial requirements. Strategies to raise awareness on the situation of children in Afghanistan and to convince governments of the necessity to help creating opportunities for youth include the dissemination of knowledge and information through public relation strategies of national and international organizations.
The creation of a protected environment for children largely depends on the willingness of national and international political leaders, humanitarian organizations and civil society to devote capacities and resources to the cause of the most vulnerable segment of the Afghan population. An effective policy to prevent youth recruitment and to disarm the younger generation's mind set has to begin with changes in adult perceptions and values.
